The *in vitro*susceptibility of human retinal pigment epithelial cells (RPE) to representative members of different groups of human pathogenic viruses was investigated in this study. Subacute viral infection is known to change the phenotype of infected cells, thereby causing immune-mediated tissue damage. Downregulation of cell surface antigens provides a means of long-term survival of viruses and persistent infection. Therefore the aim of this study was to investigate the capacity of in vitro infection with viruses and the expression of different cell surface molecules on human RPE cells following viral infection with special emphasis on those having immune regulatory functions. Primary cultures of RPE cells were infected with various viruses. We found infection with different neurotropic viruses, respiratory viruses and enteroviruses whereas no infection was observed with lymphotropic viruses. Cytomegalovirus (CMV) downregulated MHC class I antigens on RPE, whereas coxsackie virus (CVB) and HSV did not alter MHC class I antigen expression. No induction of class II antigens was observed in RPE cells infected with CVB, HSV or CMV. Adhesion molecule ICAM-1 (CD54) was slightly increased after virus infection and the other cell surface molecules did not alter.

Several common human viruses could infect RPE cells. As even animal viruses, such as pseudorabies virus, could infect these cells, it might be possible that transient infections with animal viruses could act as a trigger for \'autoimmune\' retinal diseases -- and under certain circumstances like genetic predisposition or immunologic disorders this could lead to Behçet\'s disease in the eye.
